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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s second collaboration together, A Thousand
Plateaus, begins with the philosophers’ musings on why an author of a book would
bother to attach his or her name to its cover in the postmodern age. They call their actual
names “clever pseudonyms” applied “out of habit” and in order to “prevent recognition”
(3). Deleuze and Guattari equate putting their names on their book to “say[ing] the sun
rises, when everybody knows it’s only a manner of speaking” (3). Since the 1960’s,
French philosophy has concerned itself with understanding the nature of authorship.
Although it appears to be anti-rhizomatic to mention, Deleuze and Guattari’s writing has
inherited this tradition, and extends its theoretical applications. Michel Foucault’s essay
“What is an Author” points out that names like Kafka, Shakespeare, or Dickinson refer
on the one hand to phenomenological people, writers who lived and wrote at a specific
time, in an specific place. However, such names additionally refer to a body of work, and
that biographies have nothing to do with reading or textual meaning (106). Roland
Barthes ups the ante on Foucault by insisting that “the birth of the reader must be at the
cost of the death of the Author” (877). What both Foucault and Barthes have in common,
in terms of authorship, is that writers are unlocatable within their writing. It is entirely
fitting, then, for Deleuze and Guattari to begin both their book and first plateau1 with the
question of writers’ names attached to their book because the rhizome, the first major
1
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idea of A Thousand Plateaus, “is not amenable to any…generative model” (12). Because
“the rhizome is anti-genealogy” (11), its origins are either unlocatable, or rendered
superfluous by the rhizome’s connectivity. As “anti-genealogy,” A Thousand Plateaus
indeed renders its origins—Deleuze and Guattari—imperceptible and “prevents [their]
recognition” as such.
The rhizome is an interpretive model of connectivity or access that Deleuze and
Guattari contrast to “arborescent” or “root” systems. The rhizome is a postmodern
understanding of literature, which makes multiples, pursues lines of flight, charts
deterritorialization and re-territorialization, and values sustained intensities over climaxes
and endings. Root-based readings, according to Deleuze and Guattari, rely upon
genealogy, dialectics and binaries, “ready-made” linguistics, “endings” (which tend to be
false endings anyway,) and homogeneity. For Deleuze and Guattari, “It is a regrettable
characteristic of the Western mind to relate expressions and actions to exterior or
transcendent ends, instead of evaluating them on a plane of consistency on the basis of
their intrinsic value” (22). Transcendent readings and interpretations tend to be
destructive in the sense that they often marginalize readers by perpetuating a given
hegemony, delimit the richness of a text, or impose what Deleuze and Guattari see as
illegitimate psychological models.
As an interpretive framework for literary texts, Deleuzian thought “never ask[s]
what a book means, as signified or signifier…will not look for anything to understand in
it” (4). What the rhizome offers critics instead is a model of postmodern connection, or
convergence, between a book and the world, between a book and other books, between a
book and itself. In some ways, connectivity, multiplicity, and access are meaning.
2
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Deleuze and Guattari connect the rhizome to the writing of Franz Kafka in order to
illustrate not only the rhizomatic thinking itself, but also to illustrate its application to
literary texts. At the end of the rhizome plateau, Deleuze and Guattari point readers in
the direction of American literary writers, who “manifest this rhizomatic direction to an
even greater extent [than a few European writers]; they know how to move between
things, establish a logic of the AND, overthrow ontology, do away with foundations,
nullify endings and beginnings” (25). Each of these things occur—perhaps even occur
simultaneously—in the work of contemporary American writer Paul Auster because of
the ways in which Auster’s fiction experiments with authorial control and the author’s
position within a text.
Along with Auster’s relationship to nineteenth-century American fiction, a period
of literature to which Auster repeatedly alludes, and Auster’s preoccupation with chance
and coincidence, the theoretical question of authorship in The New York Trilogy is not
particularly new for critics. David Coughlan’s essay “Paul Auster’s Ghost Writers,” for
instance, sees writing in Auster as an emergence of Freud’s uncanny: “When someone
writes a text that another might sign their name to, they are called a ghost writer, and this
is what Quinn has become, following Stillman, shadowing him, as his ghostly writer, and
ghostly double, like Zimmer and Hector Mann in The Book of Illusions, or Sidney Orr
and Nick Bowen in Oracle Night” (147). Critics of Auster’s work have written about
authorship in Auster in a variety of ways. The most popular readings of authorship,
however, equate Auster’s writers with detectives. Bernd Herzogenrath’s illuminating
book, An Art of Desire: Reading Paul Auster, details the ways in which City of Glass
deconstructs the detective fiction genre, and Madeleine Sorapure’s essay “The Detective
3
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and the Author: City of Glass” invites readers to consider Foucault’s author function to
interpret Auster’s position in his writing. Sorapure’s interpretation holds that “City of
Glass could be awkwardly describes, then, as a ‘meta-anti-detective story” (72).
Sorapure is tempted to read City of Glass’s authorship as an exact replication of the
character Paul Auster’s theory about Don Quixote, with the character Auster as the
puppet-master, fabricating the entire red notebook that he gives to the nameless narrator
in order to provoke him to write a novel. However, Sorapure concedes that “the space
between Auster and ‘Auster,’ between the author and the author-character, is crucial. In
that ‘meta’ space—the space of metafiction, as it were—Auster stages a complex play
with his name, simultaneously associating and dissociating himself and his mode of
authorship with an author-character who is either a marginal character or the major
figure, the master plotter” (85). Essentially, the question Sorapure raises asks readers to
figure out the significance of the former possibility. That is, if City of Glass replicates
the character Auster’s Cervantes-Quixote theory, then he’s “the master plotter” behind
the whole charade, but this possibility is predicated upon the association of Auster with
the character Auster, and does little to answer: what of the dissociation Sorapure
mentions? Reading City of Glass, and by necessity The New York Trilogy as a rhizome
offers an explanation. Brendan Martins book, Paul Auster’s Postmodernity rightly
characterizes Auster’s work as postmodern, but what Martin’s book lacks is a specific
postmodern framework. Martin argues that “Auster employs postmodernist literary
devices in order to remove the mantle of authorial control. In contrast to the former allpowerful author, Auster relinquishes responsibility and assumes the role of facilitator”
(23). But what are these postmodern literary devices? Martin’s sense of the postmodern
4
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in Auster is predicated largely, if not entirely, on critical assessments of The New York
Trilogy as postmodern, and so the similarities between the rest of Auster’s work and the
Trilogy make Auster’s other novels postmodern by association. They’re grandfathered
in. (31).
Robert Briggs’s excellent essay “Wrong Numbers: the Endless Fiction of Auster
and Deleuze and Guattari and…” explicitly applies Deleuze and Guattari’s rhizome to
Auster as a specific postmodern literary device in his reading of The New York Trilogy.
However, Briggs’s essay, as the title promises, is about numbers. Riffing on the wrong
telephone number that sets City of Glass into motion, Briggs wonders whether “calling
the book a trilogy is an inaccurate count of the stories. Briggs reads multiplicity in The
New York Trilogy as a multiplicity depending upon whether the book is one story
presented as three, or three stories presented as one, or a whole host of other numerical
possibilities. Briggs’s analysis is one viable Deleuzian reading of Auster, but his article
includes only The New York Trilogy, and restricts his usage of the rhizome to the idea of
multiplicity.
The following thesis illuminates the ways in which Paul Auster’s fiction forms a
rhizome that perpetually modifies the literary project in which each of Auster’s novels
participate. The project is marked, as critics often note, by an unconventional
presentation of authorship, and this thesis seeks to elucidate what Auster achieves
through the dissociation of himself from his fictional worlds by applying a specific
postmodern framework to Auster’s fiction including and beyond The New York Trilogy.

5
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CHAPTER II
THE NEW YORK TRILOGY
The plot of City of Glass, Paul Auster’s first serious work of fiction, is set into
motion when protagonist Daniel Quinn receives a phone call from someone trying reach
Paul Auster.2 This unusual, metafictive exchange sets into motion a thematic concern
about the nature of authorship in Auster’s fiction, which recurs in nearly all of his novels.
Although Quinn denies knowledge of anyone named Paul Auster, City of Glass
announces itself in this conversation as an unconventional book, a book in which
characters can encounter their creator, or at least someone bearing their creator’s name.
When the mysterious caller asks so speak with “Paul Auster. Of the Auster Detective
Agency,” Quinn’s response functions on two levels. “‘There’s nothing I can do for you,’
Quinn [says.] ‘There is no Paul Auster here’” (8). On the one hand, Quinn’s simple
statement attests to the fact that no one by that name inhabits the space of his apartment.
But because the very next page of the novel equates writers with detectives, the phone
call can be read as a search for the writer Paul Auster, and Quinn’s answer means that
there is no Paul Auster available, “[t]here,” within the space of his book.3 As the novel
unfolds, however, Quinn in fact comes into contact with a writer named Paul Auster on
the pages of City of Glass. From the onset of its first installment, The New York Trilogy
calls readers’ attention to questions of authorship. The trilogy effectively subverts
conventional constructions of a deistic author who sets a fictitious world turning from a
6
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“real” or phenomenological subject position that stands in opposition to his or her
“fictional” characters. The New York Trilogy treats authorship in such a way that
conflates the planes of phenomenology and fiction into one rhizomatic plane. Deleuze
and Guattari argue that the nature of books is to form a rhizome with the world; books are
simultaneously part of world of which they “remain the image” (6).
After giving up his career as a poet—a career praised by the character Paul Auster
(112)—Quinn chooses to write detective stories featuring a recurrent protagonist named
Max Work. The Max Work stories, unlike Quinn’s poetry, are written under the
pseudonym William Wilson. The narrator explains to readers Quinn’s relationship to his
writing in two important ways. First: “Because he did not consider himself to be the
author of what he wrote, he did not feel responsible for it, and therefore was not
compelled to defend it in his heart” (Auster 5). In other words, Quinn the
phenomenological subject within the novel distances himself from Quinn (William
Wilson) the writer. Quinn accepts, then, that his writing erases him. In Deleuzian terms,
Quinn’s desire for the order and cogency of Max Work’s world is a point of connectivity
between the realities of Quinn and Work. Quinn’s fabrication of a pen name, and his
willingness to be erased from his writing literalizes the rootless nature of rhizomatic
writing.
Second, and more specifically, the narrator reports an authorial triangle in
Quinn’s detective fiction where “Work had become very close to Quinn. Whereas
William Wilson remained an abstract figure for him, Work had increasingly come to life.
In the triad of selves that Quinn had become, Wilson served as a kind of ventriloquist,
Quinn himself was the dummy, and Work was the animated voice that gave purpose to
7
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the enterprise” (6). As a non-existent “writer,” this triad renders William Wilson a
cipher, pure surface as Quinn simultaneously denies “be[ing] the author of what he
wr[ites],” and any connection to William Wilson. In some ways, despite being the actual
writer of the Max Work novels, Quinn aligns himself more clearly with the readership of
his novels, leaving the author-function entirely vacant. Quinn is more like a reader of his
writing because he admires his detective hero, and clearly desires the ordered, cogent
world of detective fiction. Much later in City of Glass, as he stalks Stillman, Quinn
encounters a girl in Grand Central Station who is actually reading one of his Max Work
novels. Although Quinn initially desires praise for writing a good book, the scene in fact
has Quinn acting like a reader of his book as “He looked at her face again, trying to hear
the words she was sounding out in her head, watching her eyes as they darted back and
forth across the page” (Auster 64, my italics). Before they speak, Quinn simulates the act
of reading his own book. As the two eventually converse, Quinn’s dialogue emanates
from both the position of the curious would-be reader, and the researching writer: he
simulates the reading being done by the girl, and asks her about the book in order to
profit in the future by crafting more appealing stories. But Quinn aborts the researching
writer role: “He was about to tell her who he was, but then he realized that it made no
difference” (65).
The absence of an origin in the Max Work stories is apparent enough; William
Wilson is a pen name, after all. But The New York Trilogy is attributed to Paul Auster,
and Paul Auster is actually quite accessible. Auster is no Pynchon; Auster gives frequent
interviews, makes a cameo appearance in the film adaptation of his novel The Music of
Chance, and makes no attempt to hide that he lives in Brooklyn. Moreover, the
8
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“autobiographical” similarities and coincidences within Auster’s fiction are welldocumented. Perhaps the two best examples are several male protagonists born in 1947
(Auster’s birth year), and the writer-character in Leviathan who shares Auster’s initials,
Peter Aaron. Because Auster is publicly accessible, and because Auster’s fiction alludes
to the phenomenological existence of its writer, it seems as though the Quinn-WilsonWork triad is inapplicable to the relationship between Paul Auster and The New York
Trilogy. However, interpreting the biographical references and narrative voice within the
novel makes the Quinn-Wilson-Work triad an apt framework for reading the authorship
of the Trilogy, and although it’s not the focus of her essay, Madeleine Sorapure notes that
“the name of the author is characterized by emptiness and anonymity” (78).
In The Archaeology of Knowledge, Michel Foucault calls the attempt or
temptation to read fiction as a window to the author “the endless search for origin” (21)
and the rhizomatic City of Glass certainly makes such a venture an endless (and fruitless)
venture despite some overlap between the fiction and Paul Auster’s biography. If the
character Paul Auster appearing in City of Glass is taken as a literal representation of the
writing subject whose name appears on the cover of the book, then the similarities
between Quinn and Auster (both are writers of detective fiction, born in 1947, and
Columbia University graduates) are mere coincidences, and thus the book is not
autobiographical since it is primarily Quinn’s story, not Auster’s. If, on the other hand,
the character Paul Auster is just some variation on the writing subject, and the two simply
share a name, not a subjectivity, then the novel presents Paul Auster fragmented and
distorted in Quinn and in the character Paul Auster. Nowhere, then, does City of Glass
present the public, phenomenological Auster. In fact, the fragmentation and distortion of
9
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him within a fictional cosmos only works to reinforce the idea that novels are a part of
the world and join with it despite their “fictional” design.4 The inclusion and fracture of
Auster’s biography in City of Glass deterritorializes Auster, and overthrows the ontology
of biography, by erasing the division between phenomenology and fiction.
The deterritorialization of Auster’s biography in City of Glass works in tandem
with Quinn and the narrative voice of The New York Trilogy as a whole to write Auster
out of the book. Quinn, after all, decides to impersonate Paul Auster when the strange
telephone call reaches him for the second time:
“Hello?” he said again. “What can I do for you?”
“Yes,” said the voice at last. The same mechanical whisper, the
same desperate tone. “Yes. It is needed now. Without delay.”
“And who do you want to speak to?”
“Always the same man. Auster. The one who calls himself
Auster.”
This time Quinn did not hesitate. He knew what he was going to
do, and now that the time had come, he did it.
“Speaking,” he said. “This is Auster speaking.” (12)5
From this point on in the narrative, Quinn appropriates the name Paul Auster for his
amateur detective work. Quinn’s impersonation completely destabilizes the conventional
hierarchy of a god-like author figure whose loyal subjects are put to work within a story.
Quinn assumes the position signified by the sign “Paul Auster.” Foucault notes in “What
is an Author?” that when readers or critics refer to “Shakespeare” or “Kafka,” they are
not talking about biography, rather, “[t]he author’s name manifests the appearance of a
10
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certain discursive set and indicates the status of this discourse within a society and a
culture” (107). City of Glass literalizes these lines from Foucault’s essay in the sense that
the author’s name—Paul Auster—signifies his fictional protagonist Daniel Quinn. The
“status” the name indicates, however, is marked by deterritorialization as “Auster” is
enveloped into the territory of Quinn.
Of course, eventually Quinn realizes that he has not been an effective Paul Auster.
The Stillman case turns out to be more than he can handle, and Quinn decides to consult
the “actual” Paul Auster, his last hope for the answers that would make his case like one
of Max Work’s. After finding no listing for The Auster Detective Agency in the yellow
pages, Quinn turns his attention to the white pages and finds one listing for Paul Auster
(110). Like the interchangeability of writer and detective, “the white pages” refers to
both the phonebook and City of Glass. The joke is repeated at the end of the encounter
between Quinn and Auster when Auster asks Quinn: “I’ll call you as soon as the check
clears. Are you in the book?” To which Quinn says “Yes…The only one” (122-3).
Quinn’s line is only darkly comedic given that although he may be the only listing for
Daniel Quinn in the phone book, Quinn is fragmented (and deterritorialized) to the point
where “Everybody’s Daniel!” in City of Glass’s white pages (122). Nearly every line of
the dialogue between Quinn and Auster is coated with double meanings of this kind,
which refer simultaneously to Quinn’s case and to City of Glass in a metafictive sense.
When Auster demands to know the nature of Quinn’s visit, that is, the subject of the
“quite important” matter, Quinn’s answer is “I hardly know myself” (111). Quinn’s not
certain what problem or case he is involved with, but to a certain degree, the problem at
the heart of City of Glass is Quinn’s identity, and it is true that Quinn does not really
11
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know himself. Quinn then tells the Auster character that his story (written of course by
the phenomenological Auster) is “complicated, I’m afraid. Very complicated” (111).
Most important, perhaps, are the double meanings associated with the character Paul
Auster, who answers his door with an uncapped fountain pen, poised in the writing
position (111). As Quinn tells Auster about the phone call and agreeing to impersonate
the detective Paul Auster, the character Paul Auster tells Quinn “If I had been in your
place, I probably would have done the same thing” (113). This is a puzzling response
from “Auster” because the actual Paul Auster, in a sense, was in Quinn’s place. In the
non-fiction work “The Red Notebook,” Auster writes that “my first novel was inspired by
a wrong number” (262), and that City of Glass is Auster’s idea of what might have
happened had he jumped down the rabbit hole and agreed to impersonate a detective
named Quinn, of the Pinkerton Agency. That the character Auster says he would likely
have done the same as Quinn, while the actual Auster did not, amplifies the metafictive
space between these two Austers, frustrating Madeleine Sorapure’s tendency to read the
charater Auster as the mastermind behind and within City of Glass.
Learning that “Paul Auster” is a writer devastates Quinn because he desperately
hoped that Auster was a detective who could solve his case. Despite the bad news, Quinn
attempts to appear sociable and less self-absorbed than he actually is, so Quinn asks
Auster what work he interrupted with his visit. Auster’s “current piece was about Don
Quixote” and questions of authorship. Auster says of his writing “I guess you could call
it speculative, since I’m not out to prove anything. In fact, it’s all done tongue-in-cheek.
An imaginative reading, I guess you could say” (117). Like Cervantes’s “go[ing] to great
lengths to convince the reader that he is not the author” of the source material for Don
12
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Quixote, Paul Auster works equally hard to evacuate himself from the authorship of The
New York Trilogy (117). The last pages of City of Glass—in combination with the last
pages of The Locked Room—illuminate the extent of this evacuation.
As Quinn plays at Auster and gets increasingly obsessed with his case, Quinn
literally disappears at the end of City of Glass, and only his red notebook remains.
Taking on the name Paul Auster, however, at least partially sets into motion Quinn’s
disappearance because Quinn could not have begun the case as Quinn. Stillman sought
someone who calls himself Auster. Auster disappears from City of Glass even when his
protagonist adopts his name. Quinn’s disappearance is importantly framed by the
crystallization of the narrative voice from the third-person perspective, which dominates
the story, to the singular and unnamed “I” that emerges in the last few pages. (The New
York Trilogy’s second volume, Ghosts, also features such a change of perspective at its
conclusion.) This shift is jarring, and it remains confusing (perhaps even meaningless)
until readers come to the end of The Locked Room, the final volume of The New York
Trilogy. The unnamed narrator of The Locked Room informs readers that he himself
penned City of Glass and Ghosts (Auster 346). Thus the “I” who emerges at the end of
the first two volumes—the voice who is friends with Auster (157)—is the “I” who
narrates the entire third volume. This revelation replicates the Quinn-Wilson-Work triad
established in City of Glass as “I”-Auster-Quinn/Blue/Fanshawe applied to The New York
Trilogy. The nameless narrator responsible for the composition of each volume renders
Auster the cipher witnessed in William Wilson, a pen name of pure surface.6 In Quinn’s
words, Auster is “a husk without content,” and “To be Auster meant being a man with no
interior, a man with no thoughts.” Things that “pertained to Auster, were a blank to him”
13
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(75). Auster-as-cipher is a compelling paradox: the phenomenological Paul Auster
fashions a trilogy of stories that efface him and purport to be written autonomously by an
“author” who is himself a nameless fictional cipher.7
Auster’s surrender of authority in The New York Trilogy becomes meaningful
because of a line from The Locked Room, which functions as a comment upon the Trilogy
as a whole: “I’m not talking about desire so much as knowledge, the discovery that two
people, through desire, can create a thing more powerful than either of them can create
alone” (274). Although the two people to whom the line most immediately refers are
Sophie (Fanshawe’s wife) and the narrator, who desire to create a marriage together in
the wake of Fanshawe’s diappearnace, the line can also be read in metafictional sense to
refer to the two people involved in the meaning of a story: the writer and the reader.
Auster as the phenomenological writer of The New York Trilogy surrenders authority over
the fiction to provide a space for an author function—larger than the writer or reader
solo—to make meaning. Auster critic Brendan Martin is correct to argue that “Auster
relinquishes responsibility and assumes the role of facilitator. These narratives, although
penned by Auster, actually become the property of fictional characters” (Martin 23).
Perhaps the powerless role Auster occupies as facilitator in his novel is less an act
of surrender than a comment upon the nature of authorship. As a point of origin, The
New York Trilogy in no way relies upon Auster. A writer character who shares his name
appears within the fiction of the story, and the effect is rhizomatic as it erases the
distinction between reality and fiction: The New York Trilogy does not merely attempt to
reflect an image of the world, it maps a fictional world while plugging into the
phenomenological world by deterritorializing the ontology of the sign “Paul Auster.”
14
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Auster as facilitator, rather than root or origin, encourages an understanding of the novel
as essentially open-ended; the novel’s ending is inconclusive, and critic Robert Briggs
points out that the open-ended nature of the book also forms a rhizome by making itself
multiple.
Briggs brilliantly points out that The New York Trilogy is in no way a closed
circuit. Briggs understands Auster’s book according to Deleuze and Guattari’s
rhizomatic model: “A book is not a container, but rather is full of holes through which
connections can be made to others” (214). Briggs connects Auster’s other pertinent
books to the Trilogy: The Red Notebook, and The Invention of Solitude. Among the most
salient arguments in Briggs’s article is that the multiplicity Auster’s writing encourages
turns a fiction-reality dialectic utterly inside out (221). In Deleuzian terms, one could say
that Auster’s “fiction” deterritorializes truth claims made by autobiographical writings.
Daniel Quinn is the poster-child for the sentiment as the rational, ordered world Max
Work inhabits is more “true” to him than the reality where “nothing [is] real except
chance” (Auster 3). Briggs’s interpretation, however, is like Auster’s book in the sense
that it is incomplete—and Briggs is even aware of his article’s holes. Despite the density
of their writing, Deleuze and Guattari encourage readers and critics to think about the
rhizome as “pragmatics” (25). Briggs makes no attempt at totality, unity, or conclusion
for precisely this reason. Rhizomatic thought and interpretation has to make connections
with fiction, filling a hole here, opening new ones there. One of the holes Briggs leaves
vacant is how Auster maps an understanding of postmodern authorship, which in The
New York Trilogy, “is entirely oriented toward experimentation in contact with the real”
(Deleuze and Guattari 12).
15
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The eighth plateau of Deleuze and Guattari’s A Thousand Plateaus, titled “1874:
Three Novellas, or ‘What Happened?’” attempts to broadly characterize three genres of
writing. They define the novella as being essentially driven by the question “What
happened?” The tale stands in opposition to the novella, asking “What is going to
happen?” And the novel borrows from each, occasionally asking both questions. “The
detective novel,” the two specify, “is a particularly hybrid genre in this respect, since
most often the something = X that has happened is on the order of a murder, or theft, but
exactly what it is that has happened remains to be discovered, and in the present
determined by the model detective” (192). Auster seems to agree: The New York Trilogy
maneuvers the mysterious questions of “what happened?” to a “yet to be discovered”
existential, postmodern line of flight. Bernd Herzogenrath’s An Art of Desire: Reading
Paul Auster argues a strong case for reading The New York Trilogy as postmodern
detective fiction. Auster’s deconstruction of the conventional detective genre represents
“a profound change...the postmodern detective is faced with the arbitrariness of the sign
and its endless proliferation” (25, italics mine). Not only are the signs Quinn decodes
and resolves in the clouds, or in the pattern of Stillman’s Manhattan walks, endless, the
entire Trilogy seems unconcerned with closure. The physical end of the novel points
readers back to its physical beginning. Of course, even the Trilogy’s opening scenes are
not in fact the beginning of the story. The unfortunate childhood of the younger Peter
Stillman, the death of Quinn’s family, and Quinn’s poetry all chronologically precede the
phone call that begins the novel. Yet, not all novels that distort chronology are truly
endless. What makes Auster’s Trilogy endless, and rhizomatic, is that it “nullif[ies]
endings” (Deleuze and Guattari 25).
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A Thousand Plateaus encourages its readers to “see things in the middle” (23) and
as middle. This is a logical end to a mode of thought that is “anti-genealogy” (21) and
which “nullif[ies] endings” (25). Deleuze and Guattari even claim A Thousand Plateaus
as a rhizome so that each “plateau” “communicates…across microfissures” represented
by what look like chapter breaks. They argue that their book “can be read starting
anywhere and [each plateau] can be related to any other plateau” (22). Because Deleuze
and Guattari’s book forms a circular and rhizomatic structure, it nullifies its own
“ending.” Although to a lesser extent or intensity, the same is true of The New York
Trilogy. Readers may not want to begin reading Auster’s book at any point in any
volume, but the Trilogy nevertheless nullifies its own “endings.”
The knowledge that City of Glass and Ghosts are written and narrated by the
nameless narrator of The Locked Room links together the three volumes of the Trilogy,
preventing the stories’ closure; the narrative voice makes the novel always and already
“intermezzo,” to borrow Deleuze and Guattari’s word (25). The second sentence of the
novel reads: “Much later, when he was able to think about the things that happened to
him, he would conclude that nothing was real except chance” (Auster 3). On page seven,
the narrator says that Quinn is even able “to reconstruct the events of [the] night” he
receives his mysterious phone call for the first time. Even from the “beginning,” the
novel points to an “end,” when Quinn reflects on his case. But when does this happen?
When do readers see Quinn thinking back on the mind-bending events that entail him
impersonating a private detective named Paul Auster who is not a private detective, and
living in an anonymous dumpster? We do not. Readers are left with a fully written red
notebook signifying the “end” of Quinn’s story. As the nameless narrator says, “The
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information has run out” before the novel can actually record its own end, which only
gestures toward in its second sentence (157). The novel begins after Quinn’s identity
begins to unravel, and it ends before he recovers himself.
Even if middles are all readers can access, the Trilogy moves in and out of each
volume, frequently rupturing its own “microfissures,” or internal boundaries (the three
volumes.) That is, each particular volume of the novel connects to the others in such a
way that erases the formal distinctions between them Quinn stops writing poetry, articles,
and translations abruptly, and he channels the title of the second volume as “he did not
want it coming back to haunt him” (4). Virginia Stillman tells Quinn that she learned
about the detective Paul Auster from “Mrs. Saavedra’s husband Michael,” who said
Auster “[was] the best man for the job” (35). Michael Saavedra is an English translation
of Miguel Cervantes de Saavedra, whose classic Don Quixote is the subject of the
character Paul Auster’s essay-in-progress much later in the novel. (Obviously it is no
coincidence that Daniel Quinn and Don Quixote share the same initials. Their shared
initials invite readers to compare the character Auster’s Cervantes theory to the writer
Auster’s work with the Trilogy.) Quinn recalls the story of Kaspar Hauser, who
struggled to enter language and “had a passion for the colors red and white” (41), which
refers back to the younger Peter Stillman, who wore all white and sat in a red chair to
deliver his circular, endless rant. In Grand Central Station, at the beginning of chapter
seven, Quinn unknowingly alludes to Fanshawe in The Locked Room when “he
conclude[s] that a man determined to disappear could do so without much trouble” (61).
Both Peter Stillman (the elder) and Fanshawe answer to the nickname “The Professor”
(106, 321). Most importantly, Quinn “arrive[s] in a neverland of fragments, a place of
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wordless things and thingless words” (87). Neverland, of course, is the title of
Fanshawe’s masterpiece in The Locked Room. In a novel where “only chance is real,”
only design can be fictitious, and the design of Paul Auster’s fiction is extremely selfreferential, or intra-textual.
The Trilogy makes claims that the nameless narrator pieced together City of Glass
and Ghosts from a red notebook written by Fanshawe in The Locked Room (367). The
idea that Quinn could end up as a character in Fanshawe’s novel inserts the important
question of the author into the model of rhizomatic fiction. Not only does Auster’s
insertion of his name into the rhizomatic fiction bearing his name on the cover dislocate
him as an origin, but Auster’s experiment with authorship also erases divisions between
the book, the world, and the author.
The ways in which Auster permeates his fiction are easy to identify: Quinn takes
on his name, and Quinn (and the nameless narrator-writer revealed in The Locked Room)
in fact communicate directly with someone named Paul Auster. And although the
character Paul Auster cannot be read as the phenomenological Paul Auster, the character
contains traces of writer. The character Auster opens his door to Quinn with an uncapped
fountain pen poised in the writing position, and it’s tempting to consider him in the
process of writing City of Glass until he says he is working on his Don Quixote project.
Near the end of their conversation, after an intricate discussion of Cervantes’s
relationship to his fiction, the character Auster finishes his theory, speaking “with a
certain ironic pleasure” (120), which suggests that readers consider the character Auster’s
Cervantes theory as a lens for reading the writer Auster’s City of Glass. The “certain
irony” of the dialogue is that “certain” simultaneously means both particular and
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guaranteed. The particular irony is that the scene includes a writer (Auster) in dialogue
with a protagonist (Quinn) about the relationship between writers and their characters.
The irony is guaranteed because the writer-character in City of Glass, and the actual
writer of City of Glass share the same name, Paul Auster. The inclusion of a character
who bears the name Paul Auster literalizes Deleuze and Guattari’s description of the
rhizome as
no longer a tripartite division between a field of reality (the world) and a
field of representation (the book) and a field of subjectivity (the author).
Rather, an assemblage establishes connections between certain
multiplicities drawn from each of these orders, so that a book has no
sequel nor the world as its object nor one or several authors as its subject.
In short, we think that one cannot write sufficiently in the name of an
outside (23)
Auster literalizes this aspect of rhizomatic writing by writing both “inside” and “outside”
of City of Glass at the same time.
Puncturing the boundary between a book and reality, or exposing the nature of
books as part of reality, is a complex task. There are, however, many references in City
of Glass to the connection—and similarity—between interiors and exteriors. As he tails
the older Peter Stillman, the narrator tells us that “Quinn was used to wandering. His
excursions through the city had taught him to understand the connectedness of inner and
outer. Using aimless motion as a technique of reversal, on his best days he could bring
the outside in and thus usurp the sovereignty of inwardness” (74). By roaming outside,
aimlessly, through New York City, Quinn—as Auster—makes himself into a multiple; he
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merges his interior subjectivity with an external alterity in a literal line of flight around
the city. Quinn’s many psychological doubles reinforce his status as multiple, his name
in fact “flies off in so many little directions at once” (90). Within the very same
paragraph that has the New York exterior “usurp[ing] the sovereignty of [Quinn’s]
inwardness”, Quinn attempts to roam as Auster would roam, and at a place where the
narrative focalizes in Quinn, he concludes that “To be Auster meant being a man with no
interior” (74-5). Quinn walks as Quinn, as Auster, and also as Max Work. The narrator
describes Quinn’s attitude toward trailing Stillman through Manhattan as “nurturing the
chivalric hope of solving the case so brilliantly, of removing Peter Stillman from danger
so swiftly and irrevocably, that he would win Mrs. Stillman’s desire for as long as he
wanted it” (77). This unlikely outcome to the Stillman case is exactly in keeping with the
derivative Max Work detective fiction. Quinn walking as the multiple Quinn-AusterWork makes possible the rhizomatic erasure of the line that separates interior and
exterior, and thus the New York exterior “usurp[s] the sovereignty of [his] inwardness”
(74) . To some extent, Quinn himself believes in the breakdown between interior and
exterior. When he apologizes to Virginia Stillman for losing track of the older Stillman,
she reassures him that “No, I don’t blame you. No one can watch a person twenty-four
hours a day. It’s impossible. You’d have to be inside his skin.” To which Quinn replies:
“That’s just the trouble. I thought I was” (108). And reading Quinn as a rhizome
connected to his exterior is cemented by what may be Auster’s only reference to classic
rock: Quinn is (just another) “speck, a punctuation mark, a brick in an endless wall of
bricks” (109). Quinn becomes homeless, and he lives outside as though it were an inside,
“as though he had melted into the walls of his city” (139). Although Deleuze and
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Guattari see the rhizome as liberation, the experience of merging interior and exterior
destroys Quinn. Just before he fills the last pages of his red notebook and disappears,
Quinn “thought through the question of why Don Quixote had not simply wanted to write
books like the ones he loved—instead of living out their adventures” (155). As an
analogue to Quixote, Quinn tried to live out the adventures of Max Work as Paul Auster.
The rational, “arborescent” world of Max Work Quinn desires is turned inside out by the
rhizomatic, schizo-reality he inhabits.
It is no coincidence that in Ghosts, in the middle-most section of The New York
Trilogy, the connection between the world and the book is made most literal and explicit.
After all, Deleuze and Guattari encourage their readers to “see that everything changes”
when we “see things in the middle rather than looking down on them from above” (23).
As the case Blue works on throughout Ghosts takes shape, and he grasps its endless
nature, Blue is faced with the nature of his own case and concludes that he is:
living only through words living only through the lives of others. But it
wouldn’t be so bad if the book were an interesting one, perhaps it
wouldn’t be so bad. He could get caught up in the story, so to speak…But
this book offers him nothing. There is no story, no plot, no action—
nothing but a man sitting alone in a room and writing a book. That’s all
there is, Blue realizes, and he no longer wants any part of it. But how to
get out? How to get out of the room that is the book that will go on being
written for as long as he stays in the room? (202)
Blue varies only slightly from Quinn. Since Blue is an actual detective, and it is not
unreasonable to think that Blue expects to solve “The case [that] seems simple enough”
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(161) in rational, cogent, Max Work fashion. Like City of Glass, Ghosts deconstructs the
detective story in order to present a world where “nothing [is] real except chance” (3).
Blue’s realization, however, that his existence is (and can only ever be) within words puts
Blue in the same boat as Quinn, but at “a different stage of awareness of what [the words
are] about” (346). Blue is able to rule out the possibility of an exit, but his desire to solve
the Black case as he had solved his previous cases prevents him from thriving intermezzo,
from “get[ting] caught up in the story.” Ghosts’s final lines imagine Blue leaving “the
room that is the book” and “boarding a train..and going out West to start a new life” or
even “sailing to China. Let it be China, then” (232). But Blue’s exit, like Quinn’s
disappearance, is framed by the emergence of the nameless narrator’s first person “I.”
Blue never leaves the room that is the book because his story is “all spelled out in black
and white” (224) like the pages of the New York City phone book. The heart of Blue’s
case is that “The place is New York,” not China, “the time is the present, and neither one
will ever change” (161).
Reading The New York Trilogy as a rhizome, as Robert Briggs rightly notes, “is a
project undertaken not entirely without reason” (215). Authorship is a point of
connectivity between the Trilogy and the rhizome. Deleuze and Guattari actually begin A
Thousand Plateaus by addressing authorship. They ask “Why have we kept our own
names” on the book’s cover? “To make ourselves unrecognizable…to reach not the point
where one no longer says I, but the point where it is no longer of any importance whether
one says I. We are no longer ourselves” in writing. “We have been aided, inspired,
multiplied” by the reader, a praxis which yields larger, better literary readings than what
is achievable without a specific theoretical framework, as is the case with Brendan
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Martin’s book Paul Auster’s Postmodernity. Although he fails to see the connection as
rhizomatic, Martin is correct to see Auster’s novels as connected to each other. The
writer-narrator of City of Glass even points out that “What interested [Quinn] about the
stories he wrote was not their relation to the world, but their relation to other stories” (8).
Auster’s other stories in fact fill some of the holes in The New York Trilogy, forming a
rhizome. And the nature of Auster’s subsequent books’ relation to each other is what
Deleuze and Guattari call a “network of automata” (17), which is a model marked by
motion in sense that it is perpetually being imagined, mapped, re-mapped, and modified.
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CHAPTER III
TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY FICTIONS
In “The Red Notebook,” a series of anecdotes and “true” stories among his
Collected Prose, Paul Auster says that City of Glass, “My first novel[,] was inspired by a
wrong number” (262). From there, Auster recounts the story of a man seeking a
detective named Quinn of the Pinkerton Agency. City of Glass, frequently published as
the first component of The New York Trilogy, is apparently Auster’s simulacrum of what
would have happened if he had jumped into the rabbit hole and claimed to be the
mysterious Detective Quinn. However, Auster’s explanation of his first novel’s origins
contains a line pregnant with possibilities for interpretive work on much of Auster’s
fiction following City of Glass: “Most of all I wanted to remain faithful to my original
impulse. Unless I stuck to the spirit of what had really happened, I felt there wouldn’t
have been any purpose to writing the book. That meant implicating myself in the action
of the story (or at least someone who resembled me, who bore my name)” (263).
Auster’s decision to write himself into The New York Trilogy is rooted in a desire for
fidelity to the phenomenological wrong number. Although writers often insert “real”
events, people, or even themselves into their fiction, Paul Auster’s texts do so to an effect
marked by a blurring of “inside” and “outside” of the text, which directly shapes their
meaning; in addition to replicating the dislocation of origin witnessed in The New York
Trilogy, Auster’s later novels establish a rhizomatic connection with reality and each
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other that “has neither object nor subject” as it were (Deleuze and Guattari 3). That is,
Auster’s books do not reflect reality as much as they connect to it by crossing what
otherwise appear to be boundaries between fiction and reality.
Scott A. Dimovitz’s essay “Public Personae and the Private I: Do-compositional
Ontology in Paul Auster’s The New York Trilogy” questions readers’ and critics’
assumption that Auster is a postmodern writer: “In light of his subsequent fiction,
however, this [critical] construction of a postmodern Auster seems premature, even if
traces of these theories echo throughout the texts, and these later novels invite a
reinvestigation as to how theory functions in Auster's work in the first place” (613-4).
Yet Dimovitz’s article was written in 2006, and The Book of Illusions, Oracle Night, and,
potentially, Travels in the Scriptorium had all been published at the time Dimovitz
published his article. These three novels subsequent to The New York Trilogy do in fact
improvise on postmodern themes—specifically Deleuze and Guattari’s rhizome.
Paul Auster’s eighth novel, The Book of Illusions, explicitly operates from the
premise that writing, or art, dislocates origins in much the same way as The New York
Trilogy and the opening lines of A Thousand Plateaus. As protagonist David Zimmer
travels extensively to view the twelve (known) films starring the fictional silent comedic
actor Hector Mann, Zimmer’s narrative reminds readers that Hector’s films were in some
ways tied to—if not overshadowed by—Hector’s disappearance and death. The very first
sentences of the novel establish this link as “Everyone thought he was dead. When my
book about his films was published in 1988, Hector Mann had not been heard from in
almost sixty years” (Auster 1). Of course, as the novel unfolds, and readers discover that
Hector is in fact alive in 1988, the discovery (for both readers and David Zimmer) is
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much more dramatic under the premise that the man is dead, and explaining Hector’s
disappearance is not even central for Zimmer’s book about Hector, but Hector’s absence
is central to The Book of Illusions.
Although The Book of Illusions is like a biography of a fictional actor, Hector is
noticeably removed from his biography. The information Zimmer conveys to readers
explaining, and detailing Hector’s absence arrives to readers at several removes from
Hector himself. Although Zimmer does get to meet the ailing actor, Zimmer’s account of
their meeting certainly leaves much to be desired on the part of both Zimmer and the
reader because Frieda Spelling (Mrs. Hector Mann) cuts their conversation short on the
night Hector actually dies. Zimmer’s access to Hector’s life, then, must come to him
from Alma Grund, the daughter of Hector’s cameraman. Alma’s information comes,
finally, from Hector—but possibly in combination with her father’s information.
Regardless, Zimmer’s account of Hector’s life points more to Hector’s absence from
Zimmer’s experience than it points to Hector Mann himself. It is also worth noting that
Alma’s “official” biography of Hector Mann is destroyed within the pages of The Book of
Illusions as if to say that a straightforward biography is not quite possible within the
cosmos of Paul Auster’s fiction. The lengthy recounting of The Inner Life of Martin
Frost, a film Hector made in New Mexico after his 1929 disappearance, underscores the
vexed relationship between writing and writing’s source material or inspiration. Claire
Martin, Martin Frost’s muse, recovers her health precisely because Martin burns the
manuscript Claire seemed to catalyze (268).
In addition to Hector’s absence from Zimmer’s biographical narrative, the novel’s
epigram from Chateaubriand conjures another formal absence. That is, as Zimmer tells
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his editor as they discuss translations of Chateaubriand, “It took Chateaubriand thirty-five
years to write the book, and he didn’t want it to be published until fifty years after his
death. It’s literally written in the voice of a dead man” (62). Both Hector Mann and
David Zimmer replicate the absence from their work that Chateaubriand maintains from
his memoirs. By erasing his existence as a Hollywood actor, anyone who views Hector’s
twelve films after Hector’s disappearance in January of 1929 sees the work of a “dead”
man. If, as Zimmer hopes on the novel’s last page, some of Hector’s films made at The
Bluestone Ranch survived, they could only be discovered after Hector’s actual death and
thus Hector may repeat Chateaubriand’s communication from beyond the grave twice.
Likewise, readers learn at the end of The Book of Illusions that the novel is only possible
or accessible upon the death of David Zimmer; Zimmer only allowed The Book of
Illusions to be published after he died in an exact duplication of Chateaubriand’s
stipulations.
Like the majority of Paul Auster’s fiction, The Book of Illusions explicitly claims
to have been written by one of its characters. In this case, David Zimmer, the man—or
some iteration of the man—who helped rescue the protagonist-writer of Moon Palace,
Marco Fogg, from a homeless oblivion in Central Park. By “allowing” his novels to be
not only narrated but also written by their characters, Auster seems to be more than
comfortable as merely the name on the dust jacket. Here, as in other places, the fiction
invites an explicitly Foucauldian reading of Auster’s fiction by embodying the very
disappearance the theoretical text hypothesizes. In The Archaeology of Knowledge,
Foucault writes that “it is in the nature of literature that the author should appear to be
absent, conceal himself within it, delegate his authority, or divide himself up” (93, my
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italics). For Deleuze and Guattari, a divided author is a multiple, an the act of division
attests to their argument that “[t]he multiple must be made” (6). Auster’s fiction enacts
all of this erasure upon him—often simultaneously, effecting an exact literary match to
postmodern theory Scott A. Dimovitz claims to be lacking in Auster’s later fiction—each
time Auster’s “biography” appears within his fiction. The effect of multiplying and
dividing in order to vanish rings true for Auster. Readers of Auster’s essay The Invention
of Solitude will recall the doctored photograph of Auster’s father in which Auster’s father
appears to be multiplied five times and seated around a table (27). Auster describes the
effect of the photograph: “as if by multiplying himself, he had inadvertently made
himself disappear” (26). The phenomenological Paul Auster’s biography corresponds to
a number of elements in The Book of Illusions. Among them are family crisis, the title
The Inner Life of Martin Frost, and a trip to Paris, but despite the similarities, none of the
novel’s characters provide an Auster analogue. As mentioned in the previous chapter,
The New York Trilogy contains the proper name Paul Auster, and according to Auster’s
“The Red Notebook,” the Trilogy contains “someone who resembled me, who bore my
name” (263). Drawing attention to bits and pieces of Auster’s biography within his
fiction is in no way unique to these two novels; the writer-narrator of Leviathan is Peter
Aaron, who shares with Auster the initials P.A. and Leviathan also contains the anagram
(Iris) of the name of Auster’s first wife, Siri. The knee-jerk response to the
autobiographical similarities within the fiction might easily be an accusation of
narcissism, but, in fact, the autobiographical references only work to divide Auster; the
blurring of the “inside” and “outside” of the fictive texts fracture Auster into a series of
pseudo-Austers, none of whom are exactly Auster, and because they are only fragments,
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they obscure the phenomenological Paul Auster who apparently lives in Brooklyn,
happily married with an attractive daughter and troubled son.
Perhaps the novel which best frustrates the conventional construction of an author
is Travels in the Scriptorium. Although published two novels after The Book of Illusions,
Travels is the next logical text in which to consider Auster’s mapping of the postmodern
author because readers’ first encounter with the book is in fact in The Book of Illusions.
While staying at Hector Mann’s secluded ponderosa in New Mexico, Zimmer has time to
view only one film, and Alma chooses it for him (The Inner Life of Martin Frost.)
However, readers learn the titles to a few other films Hector made in New Mexico.
Among them are Report from the Anti-World8 and Travels in the Scriptorium (208).
It is possible—and likely—however, that the Travels in the Scriptorium first
mentioned in The Book of Illusions is not the exact same Travels in the Scriptorium
published on its own in 2006. As Zimmer’s friend from Moon Palace, Marco Fogg, says,
“Our lives are determined by manifold contingencies” (80). Although Auster’s
characters sometimes resurface in multiple novels, they are not always the exact character
in each case. Daniel Quinn, for instance, entirely vanishes with no clothes, food, or
money at the end of City of Glass, but is also a barkeep in Moon Palace and then Mr.
Blank’s lawyer in Travels in the Scriptorium. Neither Moon Palace nor Travels in the
Scriptorium offers any explanation as to how Quinn may have reversed the ill-fortune
that ends City of Glass. Likewise, the David Zimmer in Moon Palace may not be quite
the same man who narrates The Book of Illusions. If identity, for characters, is as fragile
as Fogg’s edict indicates, then could not a novel’s “identity” be equally fragile? Even if
the Travels in the Scriptorium readers can purchase and read is not a preservation of
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Martin Frost’s novel, it is still a perfect exercise in the erasure or disappearance of an
author in writing.
As Mr. Blank goes about the day in his room, he encounters several of his former
“operatives,” which are implicated as characters in Mr. Blank’s writing. Although Mr.
Blank has little (if any) memory of his operatives, or of writing the books that deploy
them, they clearly know him, and seem to have some idea of his significance to their
“lives.” Auster’s short novel is predicated on the idea that characters’ “lives” or
“existence” extend beyond the pages of a novel; Travels in the Scriptorium suggests a
deistic creation whereby a god-like author writes a world into motion, like winding a
clock, and lets the world tick on its own.
When Mr. Blank consults his stack of photographs in an attempt to identify Anna,
the report of the scene is as follows:
Yes, the woman says, studying the portrait closely, as if
remembering something with equal but opposite feelings of revulsion and
nostalgia. This is Anna. And I’m Anna, too. This is a picture of me.
But, Mr. Blank stammers, but…the girl in the picture is young.
And you…you have gray hair.
Time, Mr. Blank, Anna says, You understand the meaning of time,
don’t you? This is me thirty-five years ago. (15)
This brief exchange not only alludes to the potential difference between a character
shared by two novels, the passage also substantiates the claim that characters “live”
beyond the time and space of the novels which “contain” them. Anna refers to the girl in
the photo as someone both separate from, and the same as, herself when she says “This is
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Anna. And I’m Anna, too.” The girl from the picture and the woman in Mr. Blank’s
room seem to be two variations on one theme. If they were simply the same person,
Anna would have simply pointed to the photo and something like “Yes, that’s me.”
Moreover, Anna has changed since the time at which the camera’s lens “captured” some
version of her. To date, Auster has not written a novel bridging the time between Anna’s
experiences In the Country of Last Things and her appearance in Travels in the
Scriptorium. Yet, Anna has aged, changed. She says that she has passed thirty-five years
since the photo was taken, but those years “exist” beyond the pages of any novel (yet
published.) Curiously, thirty-five years before the scene in Mr. Blank’s room dates the
photograph to 1975, but In the Country of Last Things did not appear until 1987. Readers
of either Travels in the Scriptorium or In the Country of Last Things are given no reason
to question Anna’s memory or capacity to date the photo, so a question of Anna’s
reliability does not satisfy the discrepancy. If the photograph does not represent the
publication of Anna’s “mission” in Auster’s 1987 novel, then the picture seems to have
more to do with Anna’s relationship to the mind of the author and the germination of the
idea for her mission. The photos on Mr. Blank’s desk are repeatedly brought up in
connection with Mr. Blank’s memory, and his memory of the “operatives” they depict. If
this explains why the date of the picture does not align with the publication date of In the
Country of Last Things, then it supports even more strongly the claim that the characters
or “operatives” readers encounter in Travels in the Scriptorium “exist” beyond both
chronological sides of a novel; that is, Anna “exists” to some degree before, during, and
after the reading and writing of In the Country of Last Things.

32

!

!

!

Although Mr. Blank occupies the position of an origin for the other characters in
Travels in the Scriptorium, Mr. Blank does not in fact signify Auster. In the first place,
Mr. Blank seems to be much older and frailer than Paul Auster, and so, once again, the
protagonist of Travels in the Scriptorium is at best another fragment or distortion of Paul
Auster within his writing. As a point of origin in the novel, the fictional Mr. Blank
appropriates Auster’s characters as his own. Anna reminds Mr. Blank that “[y]ou sent
me off to a dangerous place, a place of destruction and death” (24). Elsewhere the
characters of Travels are referred to as “[his] charges” (28), and Quinn refers to himself
as “[Mr. Blank’s] first operative” (133). Although the territories of Auster and Mr. Blank
converge at the point of the characters in Travels in the Scriptorium, the distinction
between Mr. Blank and Auster is necessary because Auster is at least a candidate for
being the identity of the “I” whose voice usurps the third-person narrative voice that
constitutes the majority of the novel. (This shift in perspective is, of course, a variation
of the ending of City of Glass and Ghosts from The New York Trilogy.) The “I” of the
last few pages takes readers from within Mr. Blank’s room to the position of an outsider
looking in on the room. Readers are told from the beginning that the pages they read are
a report assembled from black-and-white photos and audio recordings, and it seems likely
that the “I” corresponds to whomever did the translation from photos and audio to prose.
This clearly points a finger to Paul Auster, whose name is borne by the novel’s cover, but
N.R. Fanshawe’s name on the manuscript (140) compromises the substitution of Auster
for “I.” As Mr. Blank reads N.R. Fanshawe’s manuscript—which presents itself as a
paratext within Travels in the Scriptorium—readers are carried back to the novel’s
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opening lines as “The old man sits on the edge of the narrow bed, palms spread out on his
knees” (1 or 140).
This peculiar structure produces the effect of self-containment, although Martin
Butler and Jens Martin Gurr’s article “The Poetics and Politics of Metafiction: Reading
Paul Auster’s Travels in the Scriptorium” argues that the novel points beyond itself by
“tak[ing] a direct stand on recent US-American politics” (198). Auster’s text, however,
literally contains its manuscript, its writing; Travels in the Scriptorium erases the
distinction between “outside” and “inside” the text.9 Because the novel is, in fact, “selfcontained,” and because the novel’s characters maintain some “existence” beyond a
novel’s pages, Paul Auster disappears in his writing: his book writes itself, and his
characters “live” beyond his book’s pages. Travels in the Scriptorium may not even need
Auster, but as the “I” says, “Without him, we are nothing, but the paradox is that we, the
figments of another mind, will outlive the mind that made us, for once we are thrown into
the world, we continue to exist forever, and our stories go on being told, even after we are
dead” (144). The irony of this paradox is that the “him” of the statement “Without him,
we are nothing” refers to Mr. Blank—not Paul Auster, or N.R. Fanshawe. Maneuvering
Mr. Blank into the position of the author of course complicates the important distinction
between Auster and Mr. Blank, but the degree to which the two are linked or implicated
in one another is outweighed by what the name “Mr. Blank” suggests. Travels in the
Scriptorium blanks out its creator. Reading the novel thoroughly obscures the identity of
its creator. At the close of the novel, no less than four “operatives” lay claim to the
authorship of Travels in the Scriptorium: Martin Frost (his novel written within Hector
Mann’s film), Hector Mann (a film created during his time in New Mexico in The Book
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of Illusions), N.R. Fanshawe (on the cover of the manuscript read by Mr. Blank), and
Paul Auster (the name on the cover of readers’ books).
Regardless of the identity of Travels in the Scriptorium’s creator, the book—alongside
The Book of Illusions and Oracle Night—seems to eliminate the need to come to such a
conclusion. These “late Auster” novels make the case that their author is dispensable as
they embody Deleuze and Guattari’s postmodern characterization of authorship and
disappearance within writing. Deleuze and Guattari are interested in arriving at “the
point where it is no longer of any importance whether one says I” am the author (3).
Although the language performance in The Book of Illusions—which literally signals the
death of its writer, David Zimmer—and Travels in the Scriptorium—which fractures and
obscures its writer—constitute appropriate models, the discussion of poststructural theory
in Auster’s “late” fiction is incomplete without including Oracle Night, which is linked to
Travels in the Scriptorium via John Trause’s unfinished story “The Empire of Bones,”
which Mr. Blank reads and contributes to in Travels in the Scriptorium. Like many of
Auster’s novels, Oracle Night contains several embedded texts within the novel’s
“primary” action. And, like Travels in the Scriptorium, Oracle Night manages to turn
itself “inside-out” through its paratexts. The thematic importance of Oracle Night’s
paratexts within the context of Paul Auster’s canon is thoughtfully treated by Richard
Patteson in his essay “The Teller’s Tale: Text and Paratext in Paul Auster’s Oracle
Night.”
Patteson argues that “[i]n Auster’s world of vacancies storytelling skirts the void
by keeping alive an endlessly deferred presence, where the possibility of erasure is
always consubstantial with the telling itself” (125), and argument rooted in Auster’s The
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Invention of Solitude that says “as long as you go on speaking, you will not die” (127).
The importance of narrating as a means of survival informs Auster’s ongoing mapping of
postmodern authorship. In a plateau easily relatable to the rhizome, “Of the Refrain,”
Deleuze and Guattari describe refrains as “an assemblage” (312). According to the OED,
a refrain is “an utterance, phrase, or theme that is often repeated”, and the OED links the
refrain to both poetry and song. In Deleuzian parlance, the refrain provides a compelling
model for “territorial assemblage”, noting that “the bird sings to mark its territory. The
Greek modes and Hindu rhythms are themselves territorial, provincal, regional” (312).
The function of the refrain is security. The plateau begins with an account of “[a] child in
the dark, gripped with fear, comforts himself by singing under his breath” (311) in order
to sleep soundly. As Richard Patteson points out, Auster’s characters participate in
stories for a similar reason. What fear grips the child if not the fear of death? Each text
and paratext in Auster’s fiction is a refrain to stave off “[a]ll three at once. Forces of
chaos, terrestrial forces, cosmic forces: all of these confront each other and converge in
the territorial refrain” (Deleuze and Guattari 312). Each refrain in Auster’s work
modifies the “network of automata” by multiplying its themes and characters. More
often than not, a refrain in Auster signals a reinvention of a character’s identity, or a
chance to “[make] a clean slate, [start] or [begin] again from ground zero, seeking a
beginning or a foundation—all of which imply a false conception of voyage and
movement” (Deleuze and Guattari 25), but a conception that in fact marks a territory and
insures survival.10 The security offered by the territorial refrain is exactly the reason why
Peter Stillman expresses an urgent need to speak at the beginning of City of Glass (12).
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Oracle Night begins as Sidney Orr’s first-person account of what could be called
his “posthumous life.” Readers learn early on that Sidney is a writer who is recovering
from a serious and debilitating accident when he discovers a paper supply store called
Paper Palace. What is important (for both Sidney and the novel as a whole) about the
Paper Palace is Sidney’s discovery of a blue Portuguese notebook “On the morning in
question—September 18, 1982” (Auster 3). This morning is important because the
quality and general allure of the notebook inspire Sidney to recommence writing.11
Sidney’s new writing begins Oracle Night’s plunge into embedded narratives.
The story of Nick Bowen disrupts Sidney’s first-person narrative beginning on
page fifteen in the Picador edition. For more than half of the novel, Sidney Orr shares
protagonist duty with his own character, an expansion of Dashiell Hammett’s Flitcraft,
whose story is itself an embedded narrative within The Maltese Falcon. Within Nick
Bowen’s narrative, readers are taken into another paratext: the lost manuscript of a
fictional novelist named Sylvia Maxwell titled Oracle Night. Maxwell’s manuscript is
about a man named Lemuel Flagg who possesses the ability to predict the future and the
curse this ability brings on his life.
The structure of Auster’s Oracle Night (as opposed to Sidney Orr’s or Sylvia
Maxwell’s) is, thus far, a general move inward. Readers open the book, get into Sidney
Orr’s story, which leads them into Nick Bowen’s story, which leads them inside Lemuel
Flagg’s story. As the novel moves inward from Sidney Orr’s story to the story Orr writes
about Nick Bowen, Orr writes an important line about Nick Bowen’s relationship to
Sylvia Maxwell’s Oracle Night: “[Nick] begins to see a connection between himself and
the story in the novel, as if in some oblique, highly metaphorical way, [Sylvia Maxwell’s]
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book were speaking intimately to him about his own present circumstances” (Auster 61).
Once Auster’s narrative reaches the innermost paratext, the embedded narrative within
Nick Bowen’s story begins to pull itself into the narrative that frames it. That is,
Bowen’s reading of Oracle Night permeates the frame that embeds Maxwell’s narrative;
the two realities mingle and interact with each other. Once this happens, the paratexts do
not merely serve as collage or juxtaposition to the “primary” text (Sidney’s narrative.)
As Lemuel Flagg’s narrative apparently speaks to Nick Bowen, Nick Bowen’s
narrative certainly speaks to Sidney Orr. Sidney makes it clear to readers that Bowen’s
story is explicitly a re-telling and expansion of the Flitcraft episode from The Maltese
Falcon. Orr sees himself as the same character as he implicates himself in the conclusion
he draws from reading the Flitcraft episode: “The world is governed by chance.
Randomness stalks us every day of our lives, and those lives can be taken from us at any
moment—for no reason at all” (14). Orr’s first writing since his accident—an accident
that exemplifies the chance, randomness, and fragility of life Orr sees in the Flitcraft
story—seems inevitably drawn to Trause’s suggestion to turn the Flitcraft story into a
full-scale novel. The “inside” and “outside” of Sidney Orr’s Oracle Night (which
contains Sylvia Maxwell’s Oracle Night) is predicated on the similarity between
Flitcraft/Bowen’s narrow escape from death, and his own.
By the end of Paul Auster’s Oracle Night, the “inside” and “outside” of the
embedded structures collapse onto one another, leveling all the narratives onto one plane.
Auster’s text is supposed to be the “exterior” (or outermost) frame, but Auster calls his
novel Oracle Night, which is a title originally penned by Sylvia Maxwell. Sidney Orr
pulls Maxwell’s title out of her manuscript and applies it to his book about Nick Bowen,
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and Paul Auster replicates Sidney’s use of Maxwell’s title by wresting it from Sidney’s
blue notebook and affixing it to his novel. Here, the blue notebook takes on significance
outside of Sidney’s narrative. The blue notebook, of course, contains Bowen’s and
Flagg’s narratives, as Sidney writes them. But Auster’s novel lifts not only Sidney’s
borrowed title, but Auster’s Oracle Night also replicates the appearance of Sidney’s blue
notebook on the cover of the Picador edition, suggesting that Auster’s writing is
subsumed into Orr’s blue notebook.12 In both title and appearance, Paul Auster’s Oracle
Night establishes a structure of narratives within narratives, but eventually turns the
framework(s) inside out.
The effect of the novel’s structure is similar to the “self-containment” of Travels
in the Scriptorium. Oracle Night—and its paratexts—also fragment and obscure Paul
Auster. John Trause’s last name, as an anagram of Auster, implicates some degree of
Paul Auster in the character of John Trouse, while other biographical similarities exist
between Auster and Sidney Orr. Neither Trause nor Orr are Auster as such—like Mr.
Blank and the “I” of Travels in the Scriptorium—and by aligning himself with both and
neither Trause and Orr, Paul Auster, the writer most “outside” the framework of Oracle
Night, vanishes within it.
Obviously the Paul Auster who lives in the actual Brooklyn in the actual New
York City wrote the words that constitute the books bearing his name on their covers.
However, his “late” novels write him out of the god-like position most writers occupy;
Vladimir Nabokov, for instance, rarely shies away from an opportunity to remind readers
that he is the man pulling the strings outside the artifice of his fiction. The Book of
Illusions claims to have been written by David Zimmer and published after Zimmer’s
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death, and Travels in the Scriptorium is born—to some degree—within the pages of
Zimmer’s account. The authorship and narrative voice(s) of Travels in the Scriptorium
so thoroughly fragment and distort Auster and its other potential authors that the novel
simply precludes definitive authorship as what purports to be a paratext by N.R.
Fanshawe actually consumes what readers hitherto consider to be the “primary” text.
Oracle Night’s structure and framework establish a succession of embedded narratives
which eventually get turned inside out by Auster’s appropriation of Sylvia Maxwell’s
title of the “innermost” paratext which is contained in Orr’s blue notebook, also
replicated on the blue cover of Auster’s novel. Yet, assuming he tells the truth in the
non-fiction “The Red Notebook,” Auster’s writing career began by implicating himself
into a story about a wrong number in order to remain true to the spirit of the
phenomenological event itself. The date of Anna’s photograph replicates the same
spirit—being “taken” at the initial nascent stages of what would become her mission In
the Country of Last Things. By casting himself as both and neither John Trause and
Sidney Orr, as both the older established writer, and the young promising novelist
interested in crime fiction, Oracle Night is an exercise in the complexity of implicating
himself into his fiction—especially since Sidney implicates himself into Nick Bowen’s
narrative, who implicates himself into Sylvia Maxwell’s. This complexity is treated in
full by the Auster-ian circus that is Travels in the Scriptorium. All three novels, however,
play upon and depict poststructural theories about the nature of the postmodern author,
counter to what Scott A. Dimovitz’s article claims about Auster’s fiction post-New York
Trilogy.
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The Book of Illusions, Travels in the Scriptorium, and Oracle Night form a
rhizome, in terms of what Deleuze and Guattari call a “finite [network] of automata in
which communication runs from any neighbor to any other…and all individuals are
interchangeable, defined only by their state at a given moment—such that the local
operations are coordinated and the final, global result synchronized without a central
agency” (17). That is, because Auster’s novels share characters, the novels are linked
into a network as a given character’s story extends beyond the pages and binding of a
single book.13 The books are “automata” in the sense that, like The New York Trilogy,
they write themselves; as characters claim to be the writers of the texts authored by Paul
Auster, Auster becomes a cipher, like Quinn’s William Wilson. The absence of Auster in
fact makes space for the rhizome, in keeping with the spirit of Barthes’s “birth of
read[ing,]” Foucault’s argument that authorial absence is inherent to writing but
insufficient as an interpretation, and the sentiment from The Locked Room that “two
people, through desire, can create a thing more powerful than either of them can create
alone” (274). Interpretations springing from the author’s absence are also the heart of
Sigmund Graf’s “dolorous confessions” (in The Empire of Bones, and read by Mr. Blank
in Travels in the Scriptorium) who “cannot hope for life” within his writing, but hopes
that “if these pages should fall into the hands of” capable readers, “then perhaps my
murder will not have been an entirely useless act. If the model of the rhizome applied to
The New York Trilogy encourages readers to “see things in the middle” (23) as the
Trilogy erases “beginnings” and “ends,” then the rhizome-as-network illuminates in
Auster’s fiction the element of rhizomatic motion, and what Deleuze and Guattari call
“circles of convergence” and “multiple entryways” (11-2).
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Reading a particular Auster novel is one point of access or entry into the network
that Auster’s fiction maps. As an entryway, each novel is a middle section—not unlike
the volumes of the New York Trilogy. Novels such as The New York Trilogy, In the
Country of Last Things, Moon Palace, The Book of Illusions, Travels in the Scriptorium,
and Oracle Night provide the best reference points for an Auster rhizome because the
characters they share are what Deleuze and Guatari call “circles of convergence” (22).14
As a character resurfaces as a variation on that character in a later novel, the later novel
deterritorializes the earlier novel’s claim on that character. Daniel Quinn, Anna Blume,
and David Zimmer are characters featured both as protagonists and peripheral characters
in Auster’s fiction. Although Quinn, Anna, and Zimmer appear in multiple novels, they
are not exactly the same character in each novel in which they appear. The Daniel Quinn
who runs a bar in Moon Palace (31) is not exactly the same Daniel Quinn who was hired
by Sophie Fanshawe in The Locked Room to track down Fanshawe (239), nor is he the
same Quinn who lost a passport In the Country of Last Things (36), who litigates for Mr.
Blank in Travels in the Scriptorium (132), or the protagonist who pretends to be Paul
Auster in City of Glass (12). Each novel, then, serves as what Deleuze and Guattari call
“multiple entryways” (12).
The same could be said of Zimmer whose knowledge of film is a point of
variation; in The Book of Illusions, Zimmer says of himself, “I was not a film person. I
had starting teaching literature as a graduate student in my mid-twenties, and since then
all my work had been connected to books, language, the written word” (Auster 13).
Although Zimmer’s book about Hector Mann is necessarily a book about film, Zimmer
nevertheless treats the films as texts, conducting “a close reading of the films
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themselves” (3 italics mine). In Moon Palace, however, Zimmer knows a lot about film,
enough to publish a four-hundred page study (106).15
The apparent discrepancies between Quinns, Annas, and Zimmers are actually an
important component to the network of fictions Auster’s work produces in the sense that
the discrepancies represent motion, and the rhizome is a model of motion. The
temptation to explain away or resolve these contradictions is actually antithetical to
rhizomatic thinking (or writing.) Because “The rhizome is anti-genealogy” (11), there is
no reason to read like Detective Max Work, trying to assimilate clues from various
texts/reports into a single cohesive narrative of Quinn’s life answering when he ran a bar,
when he passed the bar and became a lawyer, when and how he lost his passport, or
where he went after completely filling up his red notebook. Auster’s novels are
successful precisely because they multiply themes and characters under the same
linguistic signs such as “writing” or “Daniel Quinn.”
A Thousand Platueas contends that “[t]he ideal for a book would be to lay
everything out on a plane of exteriority” (9), and the recurrence of characters slightly
altered in Auster’s work approaches Deleuze and Guattari’s “ideal.” As Auster’s novels
deterritorialize “interiors” and “exteriors” via paratexts and self-containment, the network
the fiction maps its characters on a plane of exteriority that accounts for the “manifold
contingencies” that determine a character’s identity. While the network does not explain
how Quinn is both an impersonator of detectives in City of Glass and an actual detective
in The Locked Room, Auster’s network presents both iterations of Quinn (among others)
on one plane as a manifestation of what Deleuze and Guattari describe as “the logic of the
AND” (25). Quinn is a pretend detective and an actual detective and disappeared and lost
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his passport and teaches at Columbia University and runs a bar and practices law. Each
time Quinn resurfaces—although the same holds true for any character—he varies the
network’s presentation of him, making it “perpetually in construction or collapsing, and
of a process that is perpetually prolonging itself, breaking off and starting up again”
(Deleuze and Guattari 20). Travels in the Scriptorium’s suggestion that characters
“exist” beyond the pages of a novel attests the perpetual prolonging, each novel’s
apparent “end” and “beginning” is only the “breaking off and starting up again” of
Auster’s network.
Motion, change, and complexity are essential to character multiplicities, who have
“only determinations, magnitudes, and dimensions that cannot increase in number
without the multiplicity changing in nature (the laws of combination therefore increase in
number as the multiplicity grows)” (8), but are equally essential to thematic
multiplicities. The narrator of The Locked Room describes the continuity of the volumes
comprising The New York Trilogy as “finally the same story, but each one represents a
different stage in my awareness of what it is about” (Auster 346). In many ways, this
sentiment holds true for most of Auster’s work; novel after novel features a writingdetecting protagonist born in 1947 who suffers a metaphorical death (Marco Fogg,
Benjamin Sachs, Sidney Orr) or loses his or her family and prior life (Daniel Quinn,
Anna Blume, Marco Fogg again, Mr. Bones, David Zimmer.) Richard Patteson’s essay,
“The Teller’s Tale: Text and Paratext in Paul Auster’s Oracle Night,” likens the
impeccable continuity in Auster’s fiction to Nabokov’s comment about artistic originality
being lonely at the top of the mountain (Patteson 116). Auster’s project, however, effects
more than a simple repackaging of his ideas with each new book, his project is also
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remarkably rhizomatic in the sense that its consistent concern for postmodern authorship,
and erasing what seems to be a boundary between books and reality, or interiors and
exteriors renders each novel a particular “level of awareness,” “determination,
magnitude, [or] magnitude” within a larger “same story” or “network of automata.” The
discrepancies in characterization (Quinn-as-lawyer versus Quinn-as-bar owner) make
multiplicities within the network plane of Auster’s fiction.16 The story of Auster’s fiction
varies according to the point at which one enters the network.
This is not, however, to suggest that as part of the same network, each novel is a
continuation of the ones that precede it. At the end of Nick Bowen’s narrative in Oracle
Night, Nick is left trapped, alone underground (104). Three novels later, at the beginning
of Man in the Dark, a man named Owen Brick wakes up to find himself mysteriously
“fallen into [a] cylindrical hole, which he estimates to be approximately twelve feet in
diameter” (3). These two novels feature two completely different sets of characters,
chronology, and setting, and Man in the Dark is not Oracle Night 2. But the similarities
between the two novels are striking: the two men’s names are nearly anagrams of each
other, both characters occupy a narrative embedded within another narrative, and one
ends with a man trapped underground while the other begins with a man forced to get out
of a large hole. The rhizome is the best explanation for the connection between the two
novels; the narratives converge while maintaining an independent line of flight. Each
book is an entryway.
Travels in the Scriptorium is an entryway in multiple senses. The novel not only
acts as a point of entry into Auster’s network of automata, but it also acts as an entryway
to the very characters it contains. Anna reminds Mr. Blank about the concept of time as
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they observe and discuss the photo of Anna that sits on the desk in Mr. Blank’s room
(15). There are two lapses in time at work as they talk: first, the time between when the
photograph was taken and when Anna Blume appears as a protagonist in In the Country
of Last Things, a difference of twelve years, and second, the time between the publication
of In the Country of Last Things and their conversation on the pages of Travels in the
Scriptorium. The gaps suggest that both of the books featuring Anna access only part of
her “existence” within the Auster cosmos. Her “life” extends beyond the books, making
them, “not container[s],” as Auster critic Robert Briggs describes, “but full of holes
through which connections can be made to others” (214). Even what seems to be a
throwaway line from The Book of Illusions, “Anna is on her way” (265), points to Anna’s
escape from the Country of Last Things. Those five words may even make Anna’s
appearance in Travels in the Scriptorium possible; In the Country of Last Things ends
with Anna promising to write more if she survives. While neither In the Country of Last
Things, The Book of Illusions, nor Travels in the Scriptorium fully contain Anna’s
narrative, they in fact access it, map it, and connect it to the narrative of Auster’s other
characters. These novels work to assemble Anna’s narrative, which will always be a
work in progress.
Deleuze and Guattari repeat at several places in A Thousand Plateaus that the
nature of literature is “an assemblage” (4). They argue “Writing has nothing to do with
signifying. It has everything to do with surveying, mapping, even realms that are yet to
come” (4-5). In the network they establish, Auster’s books map the task of writing, and
assemble variations on that theme. In an interview before the publication of Auster’s
novel Invisible, Auster says that when he writes “One thought leads to a next, to the next.
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One book seems to lead to the next. I don’t, I don’t plan it out. It just, it’s just
happening” (Granta Interview). Auster goes on to say that his writing often begins with
just one character in mind, and a particular language that suits the character. What is
noticeably absent from Auster’s comments on his writing process is plot. According to
his description, Auster starts with a protagonist, and surveys his or her narrative. In other
words, Auster seems to have no precise sense of beginning or end to what the story will
be as he writes it. Making character primary, as opposed to plot, renders everything a
sort of middle ground in Auster’s writing process.17 Not knowing what is happening as
he writes, Auster is literally mapping “realms that are yet to come” (Deleuze and Guattari
5) as he writes, and Auster’s novels describe themselves as middles: Anna’s narrative
spills beyond the pages of In the Country of Last Things, The Book of Illusions, and
Travels in the Scriptorium; the information about Daniel Quinn and David Zimmer
contradicts itself. Auster’s writing process further blurs what seems to be the “inside”
and “outside” of the book as his “endless” writing produces a network of novels linked
both by their characters, and by varying the theme of writing that demonstrates the ways
in which writers are unlocatable within their fiction.
The connections between Deleuze and Guattari’s theoretical rhizome and Auster’s
novels, characters, and writing process make clear not only that characterizing Auster as
a postmodern author is in no way “premature” as Scott Dimovitz claims, and Deleuze and
Guattari clarify and specify exactly what “postmodern literary devices” Brendan Martin
alludes to, that are at work within Auster’s fiction. Auster is literally blanked out as his
books write themselves: the nameless narrator in The New York Trilogy is also its writer,
The Book of Illusions is David Zimmer’s posthumous voice, N.R. Fanshawe’s name
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appears as the writer of the manuscript for Travels in the Scriptorium, and Sidney Orr reassembles the narrative of Oracle Night from his original blue notebook into the
published book that resembles the blue notebook. The image of the ventriloquist which
aligns Paul Auster with William Wilson in the early pages of City of Glass establish
Auster’s writing theme, and each time a novel writes itself, and each time one of Auster’s
novels replicates the ventriloquist triad, it varies the theme. As each novel dislocates its
author-origin, as articulated in postmodern theory, Deleuze and Guattari’s rhizome
illustrates the significance of Auster’s treatment of authorship within his fiction: each
novel in Auster’s network varies and multiplies anew the theme of postmodern writing,
each novel works in tandem with another to assemble and map postmodern authorship.
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ENDNOTES
1

Deleuze and Guattari prefer the word “plateau” to the word chapter to describe
their book’s sections because a chapter implies a stopping point. Deleuze and Guattari’s
“plateaus,” on the other hand, represent points of entry, which can be read in any order, to
the ideas and philosophy the book assembles and maps (22).
2

Auster’s first novel is a conventional detective story called Squeeze Play.
Auster published it under the pen name Paul Benjamin, his first and middle names.
3

The interchangeability of writers and detectives is a favorite subject among
Auster’s critics. Bernd Herzogenrath’s excellent book, An Art of Desire: Reading Paul
Auster, discusses writers and detectives well in a Lacanian reading within the book’s first
sections.
4

These distinctions and possibilities may seem like quibbling, but they are
important because Daniel Quinn is the first in a long line of Auster’s protagonists to bear
biographical similarities to the phenomenological Paul Auster. As I will continue this
argument in the novels The Book of Illusions, Oracle Night, and Travels in the
Scriptorium, it’s important to dismiss the tendency toward autobiographical readings in
order to consider the larger project of what Auster’s fiction is actually doing with the
concept of authorship.
5

I will address Stillman’s urgent need to speak, and that he is always seeking the
same man, “the one who calls himself Auster,” later on.
6

Quinn’s pen name carries particular significance despite its emptiness. William
Wilson is the protagonist of the eponymous short story by Edgar Allen Poe. In the story,
Wilson is a man with a double identity.
7

If, however, The Locked Room represents the narrator’s phenomenological
reality, then City of Glass and Ghosts contain a fictionalized iteration of the narrator, and
the rabbit hole goes a little deeper in the sense that the nameless narrator splits himself
across lines of fiction, exactly mirroring the fracture of Paul Auster from the
phenomenological shared by the reader to a reality inhabited by Quinn and the Stillmans.
8

Report from the Anti-World is worth mentioning here because the title reads like
a brief encapsulation of Auster’s entire body of fiction: that is, a realistic depiction (a
report) of what is not exactly the phenomenological world inhabited by readers (anti49
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world) where—much too frequently—coincidence means more than it should, persons
disappear, dogs narrate, and large sums of money fall into the laps of psychological
down-and-outers.
9

As the erasure of “inside” and “outside” the text implies, the idea of selfcontainment does not suggest that Auster’s novels exist in isolation, or as totalities. The
self-contained structure, which erases Paul Auster, makes these novels a “network of
automata” in Deleuzian terms.
10

Deleuze and Guattari call these thought patterns “a false conception of voyage
and movement”, but Auster’s characters’ attempt to begin anew always and already
within a rhizomatic fiction. Because the story in which a given character attempts such a
false voyage is in fact “endless” and connects at any given point to any other given
refrain in Auster’s network, the voyage to reconstitute identity is actually valid.
11

Like Daniel Quinn in City of Glass, and David Zimmer in The Book of
Illusions, Sidney Orr is another one of Auster’s writer-detective characters who gives up
writing and begins again at the onset of Oracle Night.
12

I realize that cosmetic decisions about a book are often made by publishers, and
not by writers. However, Oracle Night’s cover is still worth thinking about critically not
only because of its connection to Orr’s notebook, but also because a book’s cover is the
material location of where a book’s fictional reality interfaces with reality. It is the site
of Deleuzian connectivity where the territory of the fiction joins the territory of
phenomenology.
13

The extent to which various novels “share” characters must be qualified.
Although a given character’s name appears in a subsequent book, the character may not
be exactly the same character as readers encounter in the previous book. Marco Fogg’s
famous quotation points to this phenomenon: “Our lives are determined by manifold
contingencies” (Auster 80). Thus, Auster’s characters are “defined only by their state at a
given moment” or book.
14

Although the analysis could include many other Auster novels, The Book of
Illusions, Travels in the Scriptorium, and Oracle Night provide the best reference points
for an Auster rhizome because their characters crop up more frequently than those of
other novels, and they are the principal novels for my work. Certainly a novel like
Leviathan or Auster’s latest, Invisible, is relevant, but they are implicated less concretely
than by sharing characters. Many (if not all) Auster novels could be said to be part of the
network being variations of a particular theme such as chance, westward travel,
inheritance, or the connection between writing and memory.
15

Although, it’s not one of the three core novels mentioned in the previous note,
the fact that I cannot avoid addressing Moon Palace as I try to write about Zimmer in The
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Book of Illusions illustrates the nature of the rhizome, and its pertinence to Auster’s
fiction.
16
Quinn is no doubt the best example here because he is a multiplicity both
within the context of Auster’s fiction and, less broadly, within City of Glass.
17

The majority of Auster’s novels present indeterminate endings, or endings
which completely change the nature of the book in the mind of the reader. This is not at
all to say that Auster does not revise or consider plot at some point, but that what presents
itself as the “beginning” or “end” of a given novel’s plot structure is the result of
assemblage, and mapping.
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